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The Gnostics Continue Their Attack
Past issues of these letters may be read at http://livingtheology.com/letters.htm and I encourage you to catch up with them if you have not received earlier letters.

The topic that I have chosen this week is the way in which the works of the Gnostics continue to assail Christianity.  One of these attacks has recently been in the news and concerns Judas.  The “Gospel” of Judas received wide attention recently in media stories about the discovery of a 1,700-year-old copy.  It is very important for Christians to understand that the issue raised about the “new” manuscript is not new information.  It is important for Christians to know some history about the Church so that we can easily refute such items when the world brings them up. The four gospels of Mark, Matthew, John and Luke were written between 65 and 100AD.  The “Gospel” of Judas, dated to around the year 300, is a Coptic-language translation of a Greek document that scholars believe was written about 130 years earlier.  Thus Judas’ book was composed in about 187AD, many years after the completion of the collection of the Gospels.  The book was written by a sect called the Gnostics who did not accept the true teachings of the Gospel.  The Gnostics were a sect who believed that true knowledge came by secret means that only they understood.  They believed that everything physical is evil and only the soul is good.  Thus this book’s writing about Jesus shedding His human body fits into their mold.  They did not believe that Jesus really occupied that body as part of Himself but that it was just some sort of temporary container of His true essence.  
The Gnostics teach that salvation comes from within.  That, by knowing oneself, you're able to achieve, you can find that divine spark.  The Gnostics believe that Jesus entered the world to help people recognize the divine within them and that salvation comes from spiritual knowledge, not faith or even works.

Craig Hill, a New Testament professor at the Wesley Theological Seminary in Washington, D.C., explained a key way in which Gnosticism differs from mainstream Christianity.   For Gnostics, Hill said, the physical realm – including the body –is imperfect, created by an inferior god. Therefore, the challenge facing human beings isn't sin, but overcoming that physical realm. Thus to the Gnostics a more positive portrayal of Judas as the one who helped free Jesus from his body and release the divine spark within makes sense.  The concept relates to quotes attributed to Jesus in the “Gospel” of Judas, which imply that Jesus asked the disciple to help orchestrate his death. "You will be cursed by the other generations," Jesus tells him. "But you will exceed all of them.  For you will sacrifice the man that clothes me."  [And just how did Judas exceed all of them?]

In Gnosticism, some oral histories have portrayed Judas in a positive light, said Tau Malachi, a Gnostic bishop in Northern California. Malachi said he practices within the Sophian tradition, which dates from the mid-18th century and is rooted in Jewish mysticism.  According to Sophians, Mary Magdalene was present when Jesus had secret conversations with Judas and heard Christ ask the disciple to help him explain the true nature of humanity — that everyone has Christ in them, Malachi said.  The Judas “Gospel” supports this Gnostic view of the relationship between Jesus and Judas: "Step away from the others, and I shall tell you the mysteries of the kingdom." While the manuscript may align with Gnostic beliefs, it doesn't shake up mainstream Christian doctrine.
The so-called “Gospel” of Judas was declared a heresy by the early Church about two centuries after Christ died.  There were a number of such documents that the early Church studied and declared heresies.  Luke’s writing shows clearly that the resurrected Jesus had a body that still ate and drank so indeed His resurrection body was a physical body:
Acts 10:41 “not to all the people, but to witnesses who were chosen beforehand by God, that is, to us, who ate and drank with Him after He arose from the dead.”
We can understand why this book was not accepted as part of the revealed Word of God because the teachings are so variant to the teachings of Jesus in the accepted books.  The only purpose this book serves is to show us some thinking of a few people in the second century who did not accept the teachings of the apostles about the truth of Jesus Christ.  Some historians think that Simon the magician was one of the founders of the Gnostics and that would fit in with the background of Simon as told by Luke (Acts 8:9-24). 
The Da Vinci Code is another heresy that has intrigued the modern reader and it also is rooted in the Gnostic teachings.  This book is an awful slander of true Christianity and should not be supported in any way by true Christians.  The author says that the book is just fiction but it slanders the character of Jesus, it slanders the true gospels, and it slanders history.  For example, there was a real Council of Nicea but the purpose was not as stated by the author of this book.  The May issue of “Tabletalk”, a monthly publication of Ligonier Ministries (http://www.ligonier.org/), is devoted to exposing this book.  Here also is a good site that tells the truth about some of the topics in Brown’s horrible book http://www.y-zine.com/monalisa.htm and I recommend your time in reading it.  It is amazing to me what people will believe.  Know the truth so that you can easily spot error.
A good thing about these attacks on Christianity should be that people will study the truth so that they will know lies when they see them.  We should read real accounts of church history and become knowledgeable about how the canon was developed and the actions of the early church as God developed it.  I think that many people who either attend churches or who are thinking about attending churches do not really want what is currently available so they seek a different Christianity.  They want a different gospel, a different Jesus, and a different Spirit than what is offered by true Christianity.  Such is not new.  Paul worked against such teaching almost 2000 years ago.  Please read 2 Corinthians chapter 11 this afternoon and underline another Jesus, a different spirit, a different gospel, false apostles, and false brethren.  Do not put any money into the pockets of the people who are offering these falsehoods.  Study the truth.
